just presented in letters alone."-p. 358), but also a whole range of underutilized accessories: thick, fine, and dotted lines; grids; diverse geometric forms. These were refined, transformed into figures. In addition, on many pages nontypographical elements were introduced; some of the illustrations approach photomontage.7
Lissitzky's typographic career, which began at approximately the same time as his career in painting, is well known. His first works were a series of small books for children, illustrated in the style of Chagall (with whom he had worked in Vitebsk) . No matter what we may be told, these hardly contain anything new; in fact, according to his wife, "these little books were put away and later scarcely mentioned by Lissitzky." (p. 20) During the revolution he made posters, including the famous The Red Wedge Defeats the Whites; it was, however, in Berlin that he produced most of his typographic works. There, in 1922, he printed his Of Two Squares (written in 1920). In 1925 he became an honorary member of the Gutenberg Society; in the 1927 Gutenberg Jahrbuch he wrote:
The invention of easel pictures produced great works of art, but their effectiveness has been lost. The cinema and the illustrated weekly magazine have triumphed. We rejoice at the new media which technology has placed at our disposal. We know that being in close contact with worldwide events and keeping pace with the progress of social development, that with the perpetual sharpening of our optic nerve, with the mastery of plastic material, with the construction of the plane and its space, with the force which keeps inventiveness at boiling-point, with all these new assets, we know that finally we shall give a new effectiveness to the book as a work of art. (p. 359)
In the same year he published "The Artist in Production" in Moscow:
October opened the route towards the masses. The experience of the artist's studio, of easel painting, had to be transposed to the factory, the machine. What is more, paintings had become luxury items because of the disproportion between the energy required to produce them and their limited sphere of influence. And as the printed page began to attract the artist, painting slowly died.
In April 1924 he wrote Kiippers from his sickbed: "I no longer imagine for a moment that I will return to painting again, even if I recover." (p. 48)
7.
If Lissitzky was the herald of the first direction, Rodchenko was clearly the champion of the second, "figurative montage." Malevich, however, could not abide photomontage: "New art is above all architectural, and its true meaning was not understood by the 'left' artists who turned to individual aesthetics and intuitive moods, and created from the debris of photo-montage eclecticism, thus placing a barrier in the path of the developing form of new art 'as such.'" (Essays on Art 1915-1933, ed. Troels Andersen, New York, Wittenborn, 1971, vol. I., p. 230.) Lissitzky's view of photomontage was more temperate, yet he also perceived its limitations: "Most artists make montages, that is to say, with photographs and the inscriptions belonging to them they piece together whole pages, which are then photographically reproduced for printing. In this way there develops a technique of simple effectiveness, which appears to be very easy to operate and for that reason can easily develop into dull routine, but which in powerful hands turns out to be the most successful method of achieving visual poetry." (Kiippers, p. 359) However, he appears to have considered Rodchenko among the "powerful hands." He also admired, outside of Russia, the work of John Heartfield. But what role did typography play?
OCTOBER
But let us digress about an object: a thin book, almost a pamphlet, carrying the UNOVIS insignia (to acknowledge from the beginning Malevich's silent but insistent presence: the emblem is a red square on a white ground, and it is encircled as well), conceived in Vitebsk in 1920 and printed in Berlin in 1922.
The reasons for this separation-two years and a relatively great geographic distance lie between conception and execution-are primarily economic. In 1920, at the height of the civil war, paper was as scarce as film... as everything. The paper shortage had been felt as early as 1912 (which sanctioned the printing of the futurists' manifestoes on toilet paper and forced Khlebnikov to write his poems on old bills, spilling from verso to recto, letters inscribed between numbers, much to the discomfiture of his followers and exegetes). The economic blockade hardly improved this situation. Thus it was not possible to print just anything; choices had to be made.
There were also technical reasons. Manual lithography (which Lissitzky himself used for Malevich's book Suprematism-34 Drawings, printed in Vitebsk8 ) was incapable of producing the desired precision and evenness of inking. New techniques would be necessary if the perfect, nonhierarchical unity of "figure" and "letter" (although it is uncertain whether the two may so easily be opposed) which Lissitzky envisioned were to be achieved. With traditional typography (in the narrowest sense) the figure would have suffered; whereas with lithography, given the poor quality of the available equipment, the letter would have been blurred, indistinct. These conditions, however, did not prevent Lissitzky from speculating on future technical possibilities, as well as on those currently at hand.
Finally, there may also have been resistance to the publication of this storya question of cultural politics, although this is unlikely, at least prior to the NEP.9 We must insist, therefore, upon the technical difficulties; even in industrial Berlin it was difficult to execute Lissitzky's other great typographic work, Dlia Golosa: "Editions of our books were usually produced by large printing-works, but the production manager at the Berlin office, Skaponi, found us a small firm, because, he said, 'As this is a risky thing, it is better to work with a small printer-they will pay more attention to you there."' (p. 25)
The New Book
The story Of Two Squares is a textbook; it should instruct. Although meaning might be uprooted and the denotative illusion destroyed, the primary problem-on its own modest scale (of production, distribution)-was essentially similar to that of Eisenstein or Vertov: in a revolutionary period, it is impossible to eliminate the signified. In Of Two Squares, however, the political signified is extremely weak; text and illustrations are barely informed by it. There is simply the requisite amount of narrative. Only the colors, whose symbolism is highly conventional, offer a clue... Children, however, have little need of extensive historical knowledge. A plastic scenario, a pictorial strategy is sufficient to indicate to them the forces which are face to face. Adults, on the other hand, know the entire story, which renders their readings both more epic and more perverse (epic in Brecht's or even Schiller's sense: "The goal of the epic poet is already present at every stage in his trajectory; this is why we do not press on toward some final destination, but dally like lovers with each step.").
The epic: Lissitzky spoke of it ("We, however, are satisfied if in our book the lyric and epic evolution of our times is given shape."-p. The book must function as a work; it must be effective. It must, by forcing the reader to work, elicit another kind of reading, serve as a model for the transformation not only of production but also of consumption, reactivate reading. Taking a stand against those who "consider the difficult work of art as a weekend pastime," 12 it must transform the reader. Art as an "instrument of social change" -such was the program, but without any instrumentalist intention (the sad consequences of which are familiar from the case of social realism). The book must change the reader in a completely material way. By transforming itself formally, it also transforms the conditions of its apprehension. (Especially since form is the preferred hiding place of ideology, largely because in the West we have the bad habit of ignoring form. "Form is always ideological," Eisenstein wrote in response to charges of "formalism" leveled against him.'3 This is well known, but bears repeating.) Does the political nature of this book not then lie in its attempt to transform the power of the book over the reader's body (as opposed to what would later be called the easy reading of the NEP), rather than in the fact that it offers children a little mythology of October? Indeed, "by reading, our children are already acquiring a new plastic language; they are growing up with a different relationship to the world and to space, to shape and to colour; they will surely also create another book." (p. 359) All of this is undoubtedly political.
The Broken Line
In 1927 Lissitzky complained: "Yes, in this present day and age we still have no new shape for the book as a body; it continues to be a cover with a jacket, and a spine, and pages 1, 2, 3.... We still have the same thing in the theatre also Our first encounter with a book rarely consists in laying it flat on a table, opening it to the first page, and commencing to read with the first word. Especially when it is a picture book. We often leaf through it, thumbing the pages while the eye darts quickly in and out in a series of glances which rhyme with the rhythm of our leafing through the spatialized "body" of the book.'4
Of Two Squares is perhaps the last work which allows us to read from the first word to the last without lifting our heads. (But what if, as Roland Barthes once suggested, it is only when one lifts one's head that one truly reads?) It thus reveals in its entirety (in several ways, on several levels) the contradiction between continuity and discontinuity which constitutes the book.
Although its format may pose some difficulties, the book invites us to thumb its pages-like the doodles sketched during a boring lecture in students' notebooks, which, when rapidly leafed through, are transformed into an animated cartoon. In this way the book is presented as a metaphor for the filmic ("the continuous page-sequence-the bioscopic book"-p. 355). But it also denounces the optical illusion of cinematic continuity. We know today, from "experimental" cinema, that a film is constituted of a number of small units placed end to end: pictograms and black intervals. In (commercial) cinematic narrative, however, the illusion of presentness (in which each image appears to efface its predecessor and is itself destined to be forgotten in turn, neutralized by the succeeding image) conceals the real material discontinuity of film.
The I think it is necessary that we should pour the thoughts, which are to be drunk from the book with the eyes, over everything which is perceived by the eyes. The letters and the punctuation marks, which impose order on the thoughts, must be included in our calculations; the way the lines are set out can lead to particular concentrations of thought, they must be concentrated for the benefit of the eye, too. -continuity does not exist; it always bears the imprint of difference, since "the linear norm was never able to impose itself absolutely for the very reasons that intrinsically circumscribed graphic phoneticism. We now know them; these limits came into being at the same time as the possibility of what they limited, they opened what they finished and we have already named them: discreteness, differance, spacing."2'
From the very beginning of the book, however, something has attempted to conceal the fact that "phonetic writing does not exist."22 Something has resisted spacing and sought, in a great mimetic deception, to imitate the flumen orationis.
21.
Derrida, Of Grammatology, p. 86.
22.
Ibid., p. 39.
Thus the cursive, syncopated letter was retained out of a desire to minimize the discontinuity produced by the machine. ( -since the book must become pictogrammatical, the relationship of image and text must be subverted. First, the subordination of image to text must be reversed (which is why Lissitzky praised American magazines which "first started to shift the emphasis and make the word the illustration of the picture, instead of the other way around"-p. 357). In the end their opposition must be abolished (which explains the attraction of new photomechanical techniques in which "the production style for word and illustration is subject to one and the same process."
23.
El Lissitzky, "The Artist in Production." 24.
Combinations occur in the horizontal and perpendicular directions. These two lines produce the right (unambiguous) angle. It can be placed in alignment with the edges of the surface, then it has a static effect (rest). It can be place diagonally, then it has a dynamic effect (agitation). These are the axioms of typography. (pp. 355-56)
The rebus is a title. This title is not, however, aloof, separated from the text like a blurb, an incitement to purchase this book. As a pictogram it is already implicated in the matrix of the book. What we have here, despite its deceptively simple appearance, is in fact a syntagm in three different expressive orders-which immediately raises the problem of articulation. Each semantic unit must be read within a different frame of reference ( IIPO 2 0 ), thus challenging the possibility of any transcription or translation-although Western logocentrism, erasing the differences, considers this translation to be "natural": Of Two Squares.
The order in which the rebus is to be read seems obvious (we know, however, from Klee and Eisenstein, that when the text is an image, the order in which the reader approaches it always transforms the image's meaning):
-there is an arithmetic progression in the size of the semantic units which comprise the syntagm: TTPO 2 0 should be read in the order 1, 2, 3.
-in the West, we read from left to right and from top to bottom (undoubtedly a Christian custom). The IIPO is at the left and inclines upwards; the 2 is to its right, beginning slightly above and ending slightly below it; and the red square is even further to the right, its upper edge slightly higher than the lower part of the 2.
But this order might just as well be reversed. It is the red square which strikes us first (The Red Wedge Defeats the Whites). This order is also challenged by an inscription found outside the frame: the printed signature of Lissitzky, the book's "architect." This signature is interrupted by a fold (the first name, or its diminutive-Lazar, El-occupies a descending slope which forms an angle with the surname, in upper and lower case letters of the same typeface, which occupies an ascending slope. This signature-a right angle, hence "nonambiguous"-placed obliquely-hence "dynamic," according to Lissitzky's axiomatic systemis to be related to the bolder but shorter inscription, TIPO , printed in a different typeface-the only other diagonal on the page.
These two oblique axes are not parallel, but intersect at a point (a vanishing point? anamorphosis?) which is off the page, about 30 centimeters from the upper right-hand corner of the frame. Since Lissitzky had abandoned single-point perspective, we must ask whether this "initial" page represents the persistence of the visual pyramid, which Lissitzky claimed had been superseded by axonometrics. Has another received cultural system been substituted for the customary vertical/horizontal format of the book? There is no doubt that here reading OCTOBER remains on the surface; forms have no thickness, and the oblique inscriptions do not diminish in depth. Nevertheless, the danger persists.
Yet the signature, which appears not as a paraph but as a distorted inscription outside the frame, is itself twisted into a figure as a result of the parallel (which is not a physical parallel) which may be drawn between it and the "first" and only word of the title. Thus the (economic, commercial) bond which unites title and signature is exposed and undermined, and the calm linearity of conventionally coded readings is destroyed (first the author's name, in smaller type; then the title, in bolder type. This order is maintained in every work published today, although it may be reversed, for commercial purposes, by inscribing the author's name on a colored band or wrapper.)
There is one final disruption of sense hidden in the rebus, one which redoubles the ruse of the signature which takes the place of a caption without fulfilling its function. Nowhere is it indicated that one of the two squares will not be red (not even on the title page, page 5, where this rebus is exhaustively decoded-although something is always lost in translation.)
The unprepared eye does not even perceive this elision: the ideological overdetermination of red through a symbolism of color, which is neither psychological as in Kandinsky nor totally arbitrary, is accepted as "evidence," when it is in fact a rape, a dishonest forcing, of meaning...
